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Introduction

INTRODUCTION
Jennifer Torreano
Hello, readers! I am so glad you picked up this book filled with case studies, theories, and
reflections from colleagues across the country. The insights shared by contributing authors
have sparked new ideas and enriched my own thinking, and I am sure the book will do
the same for you. Each chapter contains valuable perspectives from program managers,
campus partners, or research consultants themselves. This book represents a community
of colleagues who are immersed in the world of research consultants.
For me, this community has been transformative. I have worked with research consultants
at Grand Valley State University for the last nine years, and my work never fit squarely in
any scholarly communities. Finding wisdom and inspiration from library services, writing
centers, communication centers, and student affairs has been gratifying and expanded my
understanding of my work tremendously. However, I have always longed for a conversation that is directly applicable to what I think about every day: research consultants. As
research consultant programs become more common in academic libraries, I am delighted
to find myself in the company of the authors of this book, a community of practitioners
and scholars who believe in the value of peer learning in research conversations.

HOW I SEE RESEARCH
CONSULTANTS AND THEIR
TRAINING
Research consultants build exploratory environments for students, encouraging creativity
and the testing of new ideas. Consultants do this by demonstrating empathy for the challenge of developing a new skill, framing exploration as a part of learning, and encouraging
bravery. These courageous conversations remind students that they are capable of success,
no matter how challenging the tasks.
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I believe that training for research consultants should use the same framework. For research
consultants to be effective, they need to believe that they are capable of being effective. Working with students is a challenging task, and the quality of each consultation is affected by the
consultants’ self-efficacy. We want our research consultants to be calm and nimble during
consultations, trying new methods when faced with obstacles and sometimes rethinking their
whole strategy, all without getting flustered. Consultants need to be able to show students that
researching is rarely a linear process and challenges are to be expected. By focusing training on
building the consultants’ self-efficacy—their belief in their own abilities1—we give them the
resilience they need to support students and model successful approaches to learning. Building
research consultants’ self-efficacy is a central goal of training at Grand Valley State University.

MY CONTEXT AND APPROACH TO
TRAINING
The training program that Mary O’Kelly and I designed together at GVSU takes a multipronged approach to research consultant training, using orientation, training sessions,
mentor groups, peer observations, and supervisor evaluations to encourage consultants’
growth and learning. Each component of training is designed to address the four sources
of self-efficacy described by Albert Bandura:2
1. Mastery experiences—training must be challenging, yet ultimately successful for
each consultant.
2. Vicarious experiences—watching their peers succeed increases consultants’ belief
in their own capabilities.
3. Social persuasion—build in positive feedback after moments of success.
4. Interpretation of stress—frame adrenaline as increased energy that improves
consultant performance.
We designed the research consultant training program to be a rigorous growth experience
with support built in to every component. We build consultant confidence by including
experienced consultants to model success, create a supportive community, and provide
feedback during the critical phases of training. This method fosters self-efficacy before new
consultants begin their work with students and as they experience inevitable challenges
and victories along the way.

TRAINING COMPONENTS AT GVSU
Orientation

An intensive two-day orientation before the semester starts provides an opportunity to
teach the basics of both research and consulting work, and to address self-efficacy before it
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begins to influence the work of research consultants. Beginning the semester with training
in a cooperative learning environment creates a social support network among the consultants so they can build positive efficacy beliefs together. We group consultants together
to work on tasks such as brainstorming research topics and finding sources to promote
collaborative learning. Orientation is carefully designed to ensure individual successes for
all research consultants.
Bandura offers suggestions to reduce anxiety3 that we use during orientation. Though
his suggestions are for therapists working with people harboring more extreme fears, the
methods are applicable to new consultants who are nervous about working with students.
We start with short pieces of consultations, building to a full consultation over time.
People avoid extended stress but will endure it for short episodes, so allowing consultants
to gain mastery over one part before moving onto the next keeps them from becoming
overwhelmed or overly anxious.4 We use this method:
1. Model a research consultation with experienced consultants.
2. Break down the structure of a consultation into a series of manageable steps.
3. Ask new consultants to practice with more experienced consultants.
Beginning by modeling a consultation allows consultants to vicariously experience a
research consultation for the first time. It is a low-pressure introduction to the structure
of a consultation, and research consultants have the opportunity to see what success
looks like. Highlighting that experienced consultants were recently new consultants at
their own orientations emphasizes the similarities between the models and the observers,
encouraging consultants to imagine their own future successes.
Breaking down the individual steps of a consultation gives new consultants time to become
comfortable with each piece before practicing with more experienced consultants. Preparing new consultants for how they might feel during the consultation, along with strategies
to push through the anxiety, frames their interpretation of the physiological stress response
and reassures them that such a response is normal. This helps consultants to see adrenaline as an energizing response that sharpens focus instead of a sign of incompetence or
inadequacy.
All new and experienced consultants are paired to practice what they’ve learned. With each
successful mock consultation, new consultants build self-efficacy. Honest but supportive
conversations continue throughout the academic year in a variety of formats, including
mentor groups.

Mentor Groups
Mentor group meetings provide an ongoing opportunity for research consultants to build
workplace social support in an environment free from evaluation. In mentor groups,
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a number of consultants meet to discuss their work—successes, failures, questions—
with no supervisor present. Facilitated by an experienced consultant, mentor meetings are dedicated times for consultants to learn from each other and build supportive
relationships.
Mirroring the peer learning that happens in a research consultation, mentor meetings
function as a safe space for consultants to share stories, building self-efficacy through
vicarious experiences and social persuasion. Consultants discuss missteps and strategies
to prevent them in future consultations, recognizing that others experience similar struggles. These conversations also build confidence by giving consultants the opportunity to
provide feedback to their colleagues. Mentor group meetings work well with an agenda
that dedicates a portion of the time for conversations about recent consultations and the
rest dedicated to professional development that supports different needs throughout the
semester. For example, a mentor meeting close to final exams focuses on working with
stressed-out students, while the first mentor meeting of the fall semester is a reflection on
their first real consultations with strangers. Mentor group meeting topics are often timed
to coincide with specific training sessions, as well.

Training Sessions
Training sessions throughout the academic year provide ongoing support and professional development for research consultants. Training is an opportunity to model strategies for researching difficult topics and, when taught by liaison librarians, sessions can
reassure consultants that even experienced professionals stumble or don’t know where
to start sometimes. These stories help consultants understand that their apprehension
is a common experience and not a reflection of their own capabilities. Consultants will
inevitably feel some anxiety when presented with new material, and training sessions
provide a structured forum for overcoming heightened stress and ultimately succeeding.

Peer Observations
After new consultants have been working with students for a few weeks, peer observations
provide an opportunity to receive feedback and learn new strategies from each other.
This training method is most effective when each consultant observes and is observed by
another consultant during real research consultations. Being on both sides of the observation may expose consultants to strategies they have never used before while also ensuring
they receive feedback on their own work. Watching other consultants successfully use new
strategies promotes self-efficacy through vicarious experience.
While being observed by peers can be scary for new consultants, confronting their anxiety
head-on and receiving encouragement supports self-efficacy. New consultants are inevitably much better at their jobs than they believe, and the dread they feel has proved to be
unfounded every time we have done peer observations at Grand Valley. Every observation
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has included significant positive feedback in addition to suggestions for improvement.
When being observed, new consultants are persuaded that they have potential to be or
are already good consultants. This feeling of success fosters self-efficacy.5

Consultant Evaluations
During consultant evaluations, I emphasize that consulting is a skill that can be improved,
not an innate ability. Focusing on what consultants are doing well and strategies they could
use to improve performance is more helpful for consultants when they are reminded that
suggestions are not a reflection of their capabilities.
Evaluation meetings are also a good time for consultants to create goals for themselves.
There is significant evidence that motivation can be increased by setting clear, challenging goals.6 I focus on helping consultants imagine realistic goals that promote growth
while also providing support to achieve the goals through additional training. Parts of the
training program—mentor groups and training sessions—are adjusted as the semester
goes on to be responsive to consultant needs. Social persuasion is a source of self-efficacy,
and supervisor encouragement during goal setting can help consultants believe they are
capable of achieving the goals they set.

TRAINING DESIGN DEPENDS ON
CONTEXT
The research consultant program at GVSU emphasizes building consultant confidence,
and that is a reflection of my professional philosophy and our institutional culture. Other
consultant programs lean on different theories and institutional needs, and their programs
look very different. Every case study described in this book represents a program designed
to best serve the needs of students at that particular institution. The variety of approaches
is a testament to the creativity and student focus of each contributor.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
This book is designed as a collection of perspectives and training materials that you can
adapt for your own context. The book is organized in four parts:
1. Introduction to theory and practice
2. Library case studies
3. Perspectives from campus partners
4. Consultant perspectives
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The theory section is made up of two chapters, the first focusing on using learning theories
and the second describing the role of research consultants in encouraging student intellectual development. The next two sections—library case studies and perspectives from
campus partners—make up most of the book. Each of these chapters includes information about program administration, hiring practices, training, and assessment. Perhaps
most importantly, nearly all of these chapters include training materials as appendices.
Creative Commons licenses are noted for each chapter so you can easily see how to use
and modify materials for your own institutions. Finally, the book ends with two reflections from research consultants, reminding us of the impact of these programs on the
consultants themselves.
Your library’s culture, structure, and student body will impact what works for you and
your institutions. I encourage you to use this book as a source of inspiration, adapting
ideas and training materials to best serve your own students. Peruse, gather ideas, and
join this wonderful community.
Jennifer Torreano
Knowledge Market Manager, Grand Valley State University Libraries
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Albert Bandura, Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control (New York: W. H. Freeman and Co., 1997).
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